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among them was the power of the great aristocratic families,
derived from the possession of great estates, to which they
were constantly adding at the expense of the small land-
owner, until the land came to be exclusively in the hands
of the few—a process familiar in Roman history from repub-
lican times onwards. The Emperors were alive to the danger
and often legislated against it, as Romanus Lecapenus had
done, mainly in the interests of his veterans. Basil II issued
a famous Novel in 996 forbidding any further encroachments
upon the lands of others, and restoring to its original owner
any property acquired since the Novel of Romanus. He also
was careful that the burden of taxation should fall upon the
rich. Besides the danger from the power of these great
families, there was also the danger from the ambition of a
successful general. The aristocratic and the military classes
tended to unite in opposition. Together they had threatened
the unity of the Empire in the first thirteen years of Basil's
reign, and there was a minor recurrence of the same discord
in 1022, when a conspiracy was launched by Nicephorus
Xiphias, the general responsible for the final defeat of Tsar
Samuel, and Nicephorus Phocas, the son of Bardas. How-
ever, as before, the conspirators quarrelled. Xiphias mur-
dered Phocas, and was himself easily overcome. With the
death of Nicephorus the Phocas family disappears from his-
tory. But there were others to take its place, and they
played an important part in the increasing confusion of the
next fifty years.
There was another weakness yet more fatal to the Empire, The
the dependence of an autocratic government on the person- succ
ality of the autocrat. Basil left no direct heir, and the Crown n *l ..
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passed to his brother Constantine VIII, who, after having ym and his
been nominally co-Emperor for sixty-two years, was at last daughters
actual ruler for three. A lifetime of dissipation was not a
good prelude to the government of an Empire, and Con-
stantine's only idea was to exalt his former associates at the
expense of the trusted servants of his brother. The succes-
sion to him was a problem, as he had no son. Of his daughters
the eldest, Eudocia, was a nun and therefore ineligible.
There remained two others, Zoe and Theodora, and the only
solution was to find them fitting husbands to rule in their
name; but Zoe was approaching the age of fifty and Theodora

